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Affective Experiences of International and Home Students during 
the Information Search Process 
 
An increasing number of students are studying abroad requiring that they interact 
with information in languages other than their mother tongue. The UK in 
particular has seen a large growth in international students within Higher 
Education. These non-native English speaking students present a distinct user 
group for university information services, such as university libraries. This article 
presents the findings from an in-depth study to understand differences between 
the search processes of home and international students. Data were collected 
using an online survey and diary-interview to capture thoughts and feelings in a 
more naturalistic way. International students are found to have similar 
information search processes to those of home students, but sometimes face 
additional difficulties in assessing search results such as confusion when dealing 
with differing cultural perspectives. The potential implications for information 
service providers, particularly university libraries, are discussed, such as 
providing assistance to students for identifying appropriate English sources. 
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Introduction 
In the academic year 2014-15 it was reported that 13.4% of undergraduates and 37.9% 
of postgraduates in British universities came from outside the United Kingdom (Higher 
Education Statistics Agency, 2016). In addition to adjusting to an unfamiliar social 
context, many of these students must adapt to a new academic culture and its library 
services, while overcoming language barriers (Baron & Strout-Dapaz, 2001; Kelly & 
Moogan, 2012). Differences in cognition, affect and patterns of behaviour also lead to 
adaptation issues (Liu & Winder, 2014). Unsurprisingly, international students have 
been found to suffer from higher anxiety levels throughout the academic year compared 
to their home student peers (Maringe, 2010). 
A critical part of study is students’ information seeking behaviour, a “process driven by 
humans’ needs for information so that they can interact with the environment” 
(Marchionini, 1995:28). Various models have been developed to describe how 
information needs, or gaps in knowledge, are identified and resolved (Wang, 2011); 
many considering the roles of motivation, mood, preference, and evaluation as critical to 
an individual’s search process (Julien & McKechnie, 2005). A number of models have 
also established the importance of affect or emotion in a variety of information seeking 
contexts, which has formed an important part of assessing the user experience of 
information products and services (Kuhlthau, 2004; Wang, 2011). Although the 
emotional aspects of how students cope with the adjustment of studying abroad have 
been the subject of much previous research in the United Kingdom (Liu & Winder, 
2014; Morrison et al., 2005; Andrade, 2006), how international students feel during the 
information seeking process, and how they use the languages at their disposal to meet 
their information needs has not been studied before and forms the main focus of this 
paper.  
 
This research takes an inductive approach in its assessment of the experiences of home 
and international students and the information search process. We address the following 
research question: Are there differences in affect between home and international 
students when searching for information? Quantitative data were gathered by means of a 
survey of students at the University of Sheffield; qualitative data were obtained by 
means of a week-long diary-interview study. The results capture some of the feelings 
and thoughts which the participants experienced during the study, as well as their more 
general experiences. We compare the thoughts, actions and feelings of international 
students and home students during the information seeking process and consider the 
implications of our findings for university library services. The work reported in this 
paper is based on an MA dissertation project undertaken by the first author at the 
University of Sheffield in 2014. 
 
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: the following section reviews 
previous relevant work and explains why further research is necessary; then we describe 
and justify the methodology for data collection and analysis employed in this study; the 
results are then presented from the online questionnaire, the diary study and the face-to-
face interviews. We discuss and interpret the findings in the context of the existing 
literature and conclude the paper by summarising key findings of the study and 
providing suggestions for future research. 
 
Related Work 
 
 
Affect and Information Seeking Behaviour 
Many models of information seeking behaviour address the affective aspects of the 
information seeking experience (Savolainen, 1995; Wilson, 1999; Kuhlthau, 2004; 
Naumer et al., 2008), and a number of research studies have explored the role of 
emotions in various information seeking contexts (Kuhlthau, 1991; Nahl, 2005; 
Hyldegård, 2006; Arapakis et al., 2008). We now discuss some of the key models of 
information seeking behaviour that, in particular, consider affect and emotion.   
 
One of the most widely cited models of information seeking behaviour is that 
developed by Tom Wilson. His 1996 model substantially revised an earlier version 
by incorporating psychology, and thus affect, as one of a number of intervening 
variables which might support or frustrate the fulfilment of users’ information needs 
(Wilson, 1999; Wang, 2011). Wilson’s model presents emotion as an influencing 
factor on the broad activity of information behaviour, but falls short of providing 
detailed insight into the complexity of each phase of information seeking. Dervin’s 
(1998) sense-making model addresses this and incorporates the emotional aspects of 
information seeking as part of the bridge between an individual’s context and the 
outcome of the process (Wang, 2011; Naumer et al., 2008). This reflects the use of 
feeling as a significant indicator of outcomes, the social role of emotions and their 
potential to influence thought and action. Savolainen (1995) incorporated both 
cognitive and affective aspects as factors in the typologies which he used to define 
approaches to non-work information seeking and problem solving. These were 
integrated into his everyday life information seeking model which positions the 
information seeker in their social context. Although it has some similarities with the 
content of previous models, Savolainen focuses on concepts rather than processes 
(Case, 2012). 
 
Kuhlthau argued for “a holistic view of the information user encompassing affective 
experience as well as cognitive aspects” (Kuhlthau, 2004). Her theories were largely 
based on constructivist approaches to psychology, which view emotion, cognition and 
action as interrelated. Her 1985 study of secondary school pupils in the United States 
formed the basis of a six-stage process of information seeking: task initiation, topic 
selection, topic exploration, focus formulation, gathering information and finally the 
conclusion of the task. These theories were refined through subsequent research studies, 
with findings showing that a common sequence of feelings was experienced at each 
stage in the process. Uncertainty, confusion and apprehension were present at the outset 
and increasing until a focus was identified, at which point confidence levels improved. 
On completion of the process, a sense of satisfaction was generally experienced. 
Furthermore, it was established that an attitude of open-minded enquiry and willingness 
to accept change was most compatible with the earlier stages of the process; an 
indicative mood, rejecting new information and concepts, proved more suitable in the 
later stages.  
 
Kuhlthau’s model has been repeatedly tested and found to hold for other groups, 
including undergraduate students and professionals in information-intensive 
environments (Kuhlthau, 1988b; Kuhlthau, 1999; Kuhlthau & Tama, 2001). Some 
differences in affect have been discovered between the sexes, with girls exhibiting a 
more positive affect than boys on commencing the search process, but boys being the 
more confident at its conclusion (Kuhlthau et al., 2008). Language and culture have, 
however, only recently been considered as influencing factors. In a longitudinal study 
on English language learners in a New Jersey public high school, Kim (2010) found that 
different ethnic groups exhibited different levels of both positive affect and negative 
affect throughout the study. Kim suggests that the difference is related to proficiency in 
the English language; however, no native English speakers were included in the study 
for comparison. 
 
Language Proficiency 
English language skills are a critical issue for students and greater proficiency correlates 
with higher academic achievement in English language classrooms (Liu, 2006). 
Angelova and Riazantseva (1999) found that, despite exhibiting high levels of 
motivation to study in the United States, international students can be poorly prepared 
for academic assignments and exhibit negative feelings at the outset of their courses. 
However, by the end of their course case study participants had greater confidence in 
writing academic English although it took them a great deal of time and effort to gain 
this confidence. Although not explicitly related to Kuhlthau’s model, these case studies 
appear to display the shift from a negative to a more positive affect between the 
initiation and concluding stages. A similar correlation between greater proficiency, 
diminishing anxiety and improved confidence applies to students’ use of spoken 
English in academic contexts (Liu, 2006). 
 
Those who speak more than one language are able to select the search language best 
suited to fulfil their information need or to obtain information specific to a location. The 
perception that a higher quality of information is available in English also influences 
language choice (Rieh & Rieh, 2005; Aula & Kellar, 2009). Multilingual subjects also 
report switching languages during a search session where searching in their native 
language had been unsuccessful. Conversely, the choice of language may have a 
negative impact on the success of a search. A study of seventeen Hungarian college 
students who spoke English as a second language showed that cursory Internet searches 
in the latter were less successful than those conducted in participants’ native language 
(Józsa et al., 2012). This was not so for in-depth searches, which produced comparable 
results in both Hungarian and English. Similarly, Swedish subjects took more time to 
evaluate English language texts than texts in their native language (Hansen & Karlgren, 
2005). In addition, the resulting conclusions of participants searching in English were 
less accurate than when the same participants conducted their searches in Swedish. 
Although the effectiveness of searching in additional languages and the reasons for 
language choice has both been documented, the affective aspect of the use of additional 
languages for information seeking has not been studied. 
 
International Students 
The cultural, social and academic experiences of international students have been 
extensively studied and previous work focussing on their experience of the academic 
library provides some useful insights into the issues some students experience during 
the information search process. The notion of ‘library anxiety’ was first documented by 
Mellon (1995) and is characterised by feelings of inadequacy in using the library when 
all other students are perceived as competent. This is compounded by a reluctance to 
ask for assistance and hence reveal a lack of knowledge. The problem is well-
documented amongst all students, although it lessens as university experience increases 
(Jiao et al., 1996). International students may be particularly affected by a lack of 
understanding of academic library culture in the United Kingdom (Robertson, 1992). It 
has been suggested that previous experiences of different library cultures influence the 
expectations of international students in university libraries (Baron & Strout-Dapaz, 
2001; Garcha & Russell, 1993). A study of fifteen international graduate students in the 
United States found affective barriers to be a particularly significant factor in their 
library use (Lu & Adkins, 2012). Subjects demonstrated the confusion and anxiety 
found in the initiation stage of Kuhlthau’s model of the information search process, as 
well as concerns about obtaining assistance. Although this suggests that students from 
different cultural backgrounds experience the same affective issues when using the 
library as found in Kuhlthau’s studies, it is not stated if they experience these to a 
greater degree than home students. This contradicts the findings of Varga-Atkins and 
Ashcroft (2004) who found no significant gap between the information skills of 
international and home students in a British University. The researchers suggested that 
the availability of electronic information was eroding the differences in students’ 
educational backgrounds. Subsequent research has found that increased access to 
technology has not led to a corresponding improvement in young people’s information 
skills (Rowlands et al., 2008).   
 
Technology has changed the research process of university students, with both 
undergraduates and postgraduates moving away from traditional print media and library 
reference services and towards electronic resources and Internet search (Barrett, 2005; 
Gayton, 2008). Research by Gross and Latham (2009) found that undergraduates with 
lower level information skills tended to overestimate their abilities. Although students’ 
search skills become more sophisticated as they progress through graduate courses, 
online resources remain significant in graduate students’ information search processes 
and they exhibit a preference for resources that are convenient and easy to access, 
especially through search engines (George et al., 2006). Connaway et al. (2011) found 
that convenience and ease of access was important for both undergraduates and 
postgraduates, and that students were content to use resources whose convenience made 
them ‘good enough’ rather than spend further time engaged in searching. Despite this, 
students cite the quality of information as an important factor when selecting resources 
for academic assignments (Gross & Latham, 2009; Colón-Aguirre & Fleming-May, 
2012). Some student library users are also aware that library resources, such as 
databases, are more reliable than search engines, although they find them more 
demanding to use (Connaway et al., 2011; Colón-Aguirre & Fleming-May, 2012). More 
advanced search skills, such as using synonyms or Boolean logic, also present 
difficulties for students (Varga-Atkins & Ashcroft, 2004).  
 
Issues with the information seeking process may be perpetuated by well-meaning 
library staff. Robertson (1992) notes that where librarians provide resources without 
teaching international students how to use the library and conduct search tasks, “the 
student does not learn how to complete the task and the situation continues to occur.” 
This approach prevents the student from experiencing the exploratory nature of the 
information seeking process, and may hinder understanding of the research topic 
(Kuhlthau, 2004). 
 
Methodology 
An inductive approach was used to explore students’ affective experiences when 
searching for information. Data were collected through a survey, a diary study and 
semi-structured interviews, and qualitative analysis of individuals’ responses was 
used to build a picture of each student’s affective experiences during a variety of 
search tasks. A preliminary online survey of language skills, difficulties 
encountered in looking for information and confidence levels in searching was 
designed based on questionnaires previously used in the field. An electronic 
search task record form was also created, using past diary studies as a basis for 
both format and content. An example of a search task record, completed by the 
researcher, was also made available as part of the diary study to indicate what was 
expected (Corti, 2003). Interviews were semi- structured and largely based upon 
the search task records completed by participants. Questions were also included in 
later interviews in response to data gathered in previous interviews and themes 
that recurred in the analysis of the search task records. 
 
Design of the Online Survey 
The survey comprised three sections: demographic information, additional languages 
and information about the user’s search experience. The term “search experience” was 
selected as being more familiar to students than “information seeking experience”. 
Demographic information was requested to provide context for the subsequent diary 
case studies and qualitative analysis. Language proficiency responses were used to 
supplement the diary study data in devising interview questions. Volunteers were 
invited to participate in the online survey via an email sent to a volunteer mailing list for 
students at the University of Sheffield.  
 
Design of Diary-Interview Study 
The diary-interview method was considered preferable to a lab-based observational 
study for capturing participants’ behaviours in their normal environment, especially 
where the presence of a researcher may influence participant behaviour or create 
unnatural scenarios (Zimmerman & Wieder, 1977; Toms & Duff, 2002; Singh & 
Malhotra, 2013). A key advantage of the diary method is that diaries can be completed 
at the time of the event. The detail provided by a diary allows intensive interviewing in 
which participant can be asked to expand on the reported entries as well as elements of 
interest which the diary did not capture (Zimmerman & Wieder, 1977). Although the 
nature of diary recording assumes a degree of literacy that may create barriers to 
participation, it was considered that this would not be an issue in a university setting. 
 The diaries were designed to assess general search trends and identify individuals’ 
emotions during search tasks. It was decided that allowing students to document their 
own information needs would result in a more naturalistic study than if search tasks 
were specified. This emphasis on selection may, however increase the bias towards 
including events that participants perceive to be of interest to the researcher, or to 
include only those searches that were perceived as interesting or successful by the 
student (Bolger et al., 2003). In an effort to mitigate this, participants were asked to be 
honest in their answers, and were told that unsuccessful searches were of as much 
interest as successfully completed tasks (Rieman, 1993). Search tasks are suited to the 
event-based nature of the diaries as they are an easily identified trigger and it was 
considered that this would be less onerous for participants than a request to document 
all of their information behaviour for a week.   
 
A number of diary formats were explored, including paper-based entry, blogs, Tweets 
and downloadable documents (Hyldegård, 2006b; Singh & Malhotra, 2013; Bolger et 
al., 2003). In the end, a Google Form was selected as participants were familiar with this 
format due to frequent use in surveys at the University; it was flexible enough to allow 
multiple entries, easy to set up and free to run. It also allowed a hyperlink to be emailed 
to participants thus allowing repeated access.  
 
Students were asked to document their searches for a one-week period. A week was 
considered a suitable period to capture a variety of information behaviour, but not long 
enough that respondents tired of reporting their experiences (Verbrugge, 1980). 
Although some studies have had success with longer diary-keeping periods (Keleher & 
Verrinder, 2003), time and resource constraints prohibited a more longitudinal 
approach.  Diaries that rely entirely on free text can be discouraging to participants, as 
well as being potentially difficult for the researcher to analyse (Goodall, 1993). 
However, space was also provided for participants to add any other comments about 
their search experiences (Keleher & Verrinder, 2003). Consideration was also given to 
balancing the burden of time and effort placed upon student participants while gathering 
data of sufficient depth and quality (Bolger et al., 2003). Mandatory initial interviews 
can adversely affect diary study participation rates, accounting for a significant 
proportion of attrition during such studies (Verbrugge, 1980). Mid-point interviews 
were not incorporated due to the unrealistic workload this placed upon a single 
researcher (Rieman, 1993). It was hence decided to focus on more in-depth interviews at 
the conclusion of the diary studies.  As well as providing evidence to support the 
content of the diaries, the interviews also have the potential to investigate the 
participant’s information behaviour over a longer period than that covered by the diary 
study (Rieman, 1993). Copies of the search task records were made available to 
interviewees for reference at the time of the interview, which improved their recall of 
events and led to expansion and clarification of the content.  
 
Although the intention was to select volunteers who represented a balanced sample of 
the different cultures present at the University, low recruitment numbers meant that all 
diarists were invited to interview. The questions were prompted by the content of the 
search task records, and later interviews contained questions on themes which emerged 
in the early stages of analysis. This approach allowed the development of interview 
questions which were broadly similar in their themes but tailored to the unique 
experiences of each participant (Kuhlthau, 1988a). Participants were given the 
opportunity to expand and elaborate on their answers to allow their own perspective and 
experience to emerge. 
 
Data Analysis 
Data collection was undertaken over a four week period that allowed the survey 
invitation to be sent out twice, so that two diary studies were run in immediate 
succession to maximise participant numbers. Interviews were conducted within a week 
of each student completing the diary study, with the exception of one participant. 
Obtaining sufficient volunteers proved to be difficult and the resultant survey sample 
was too small for meaningful quantitative analysis of results; therefore we conducted a 
more comprehensive description and exploration of the information search process as 
experienced by the five participants volunteering for this part of the study 
(Choemprayong & Wildemuth, 2009). It is acknowledged that a larger study would have 
provided a broader picture of student’s information behaviour and hence yielded more 
generalisable results. It must also be recognised that it is subjective due to the reliance 
of the diary and interview methods on self-reporting of participants’ behaviours and 
feelings.  
 
A brief review and analysis of the diaries commenced before the interviews to establish 
any emerging themes and to form the basis for the interview questions. All the 
interviews were transcribed to allow coding and facilitate analysis and analysis 
conducted during the data collection phase allowed for the adaption of research methods 
during the study. The search task records and interview transcripts were deductively 
coded according to categories derived from past work and the research data (Zhang & 
Wildemuth, 2009). An initial list of categories was generated from the themes of the 
research: stages of the information search process, feelings and thoughts, and language 
use. The data were then coded again to refine these categories into smaller 
subcategories. Data were also inductively coded to allow other themes to emerge. This 
approach allowed data from the search task records and the interviews to be integrated 
to form case studies and facilitated comparison between the case studies at the analysis 
stage (Richards, 2009). 
 
Results 
 
 
Online Survey 
 
A total of fourteen students from the University of Sheffield with diverse languages and 
experiences responded to the initial survey: two students were undergraduates; eight 
taught postgraduates and four postgraduate researchers. A total of three students were 
from the Faculty of Science and 11 from the Faculty of Social Sciences. Three students 
were categorised as home and 11 as international, with an equal number of males and 
females. 12 of the students were aged between 18-35 and had various first language 
skills (Chichewa=1, Chinese=3, English=4, Korean=1, Malay=2, Romanian=1, 
Spanish=1 and Yoruba=1). As the study was conducted in a British university it is 
unsurprising that all participants reported their English skills in both reading and writing 
as being in the upper ranges of the scale. Respondents tended to rank their reading 
ability as the same or greater than their writing ability; only two participants indicated 
that their writing ability surpassed their reading skills. Two students neglected to 
include English as one of their languages; bilinguals were assumed to have native 
ability. 
 
Search Experience 
All participants recorded at least a moderate degree of confidence when searching for 
information. Home students all reported their confidence level as being high or very 
high. However, none of the students who reported lower levels of confidence in 
looking for information proceeded to the diary-interview phase, so further data on their 
search experience has not been captured. 
Table 1. Feelings reported by students in the questionnaire 
  
Feeling reported 
Number of 
international  students 
Number of home 
students 
 
Total 
Interest (+) 10 1 11 
Optimism (+) 5 2 7 
Curiosity (+) 10 2 6 
Uncertainty (-) 4 1 5 
Confusion (-) 3 1 4 
Joy (+) 4 0 4 
Doubt (-) 2 1 3 
Frustration (-) 2 0 2 
Anxiety (-) 1 0 1 
Irritation (-) 0 1 1 
Note: (+) indicates a positive feeling; (-) a negative feeling 
 
 
Of the twelve potential feelings offered, ten were reported by at least one participant 
(see Table 1). Aversion and fear were not selected by any respondents. At this stage, no 
participants used the option to report other feelings. During the diary-interview phase all 
participants exhibited a greater variety of feelings than they disclosed in the survey, 
suggesting that the feelings recorded here should be interpreted as indicative of 
participants’ general attitudes rather than predictors of the complexity of feelings 
experienced during search tasks. Although most respondents expressed some positive 
feelings about their experience of looking for information, one participant reported only 
doubt and uncertainty. 
  
Figure 1. Reported difficulties in looking for information following the information 
search process from problem initiation to conclusion (Kuhlthau, 1994) 
 
 
Of the thirteen information skills included in the survey, all were selected by at least 
one participant as presenting difficulties. Figure 1 shows the number of respondents 
who reported experiencing each difficulty, and which issues were identified as causing 
the greatest difficulty for participants. Both home and international students reported 
experiencing difficulties throughout the search process and no participant reported 
experiencing difficulty at only one stage. The presentation of the issues from left to 
 right represents the approximate stage of the information seeking process at which 
these issues occur, from initiation through to completion (Kuhlthau, 1994). Some of 
these stages may recur throughout the process in response to new information 
uncovered during a search. Although respondents were given the option to provide 
further comments about their search experience, no significant comments were made at 
this stage. Participants in the case studies described experiencing a wider range of 
difficulties than they indicated in the survey. 
 
Table 2. Participant profiles for the case studies 
 
Case 
Study 
Student status Faculty Languages (native 
first) 
Confidence 
Level 
Feelings when looking 
for information 
A Taught 
Postgraduate 
Social 
Sciences 
English High Curiosity, optimism, 
interest 
B Undergraduate Social 
Sciences 
English High Curiosity, optimism, 
confusion and 
irritation 
C Postgraduate 
Researcher 
Science Spanish, English Very High Curiosity, interest 
D Taught 
Postgraduate 
Social 
Sciences 
Malay, 
Arabic, English 
High Interest, optimism, joy 
E Taught 
Postgraduate 
Social 
Sciences 
Chinese, English High Interest, joy, 
confusion 
 
 
Diary Interview Results 
A total of five students participated in the diary case studies, including a range of 
levels, languages and feelings when searching for information (see Table 2). 
 
Home student: case study A 
The feelings Participant A recorded for his first search task supported the data he 
recorded during the survey. The task was an attempt to find an item he had previously 
seen and now wished to purchase. Despite not being able to recall the name of the 
brand he was looking for, at the beginning of the task he recorded high levels of 
confidence and optimism. During his interview the respondent confirmed that the 
search was successful, resulting in a high satisfaction score. Participant A’s later entries 
made it apparent that he experienced negative feelings during more complex searches. 
His task was to clarify what he had previously understood from new articles about a 
British government bill. Although Participant A described previous knowledge of the 
topic and was confident in assessing the reliability of sources, he recorded high levels 
of negative feelings during the task due to obtaining irrelevant results. He later found 
the information using news articles and specialist websites, which he confirmed by 
cross-checking multiple sources.  
 The final search task recorded by Participant A was conducted using Google Maps to 
locate a destination in London that he had not previously visited. He recorded his 
lowest starting confidence score for this task, but a high level of optimism. He 
struggled with using Google Maps to frame the situation in terms of his prior 
knowledge of London and therefore experienced some frustration and doubt. A lack of 
context also led to the uncertainty recorded at the end of the task. Discussion during the 
interview established that he had eventually used other online sources to confirm his 
findings. Although Participant A reported that creating a search strategy was the most 
challenging aspect of looking for information, he described a strategy for two of his 
three search tasks.  Participant A also indicated difficulty judging the reliability of the 
information during a search although his search tasks did not reflect this. During the 
interview he showed a good awareness of issues of reliability in the context of his own 
research. 
 
Home student: case study B 
Participant B felt that his positive feelings were part of his personality, as well as being 
a result of prior experience. He described regularly feeling irritated during searches, but 
stated that this was usually fleeting. Participant B’s first recorded search task was re-
finding a video series, which he described as a routine task. His curiosity was related to 
the content of the video, and his satisfaction was similarly measured.  
 
Like Participant A, he recorded no negative emotions when looking for previously 
discovered information. Participant B’s second search task record detailed an attempt to 
retrieve multiple academic documents through Google Scholar. Despite having a list of 
references and being confident and optimistic at the beginning of the task, the 
respondent recorded disappointment, confusion and frustration as the search 
progressed. This was the result of the difficulty encountered in finding the required 
documents: “It was full references, so in theory they should be very easy to find (…) 
sometimes I just couldn’t find the articles.” In interview Participant B stated that he 
would often use the library catalogue in similar situations: “If you copy and paste the 
entire APA-style reference, sometimes it doesn’t come up (…) and I don’t know why”. 
Despite this confusion he understood the need to select suitable search terms when 
using search engines. Participant B was one of only two interviewees who described 
using advanced search techniques. He attempted Boolean logic, or “codes”, in 
bibliographic databases, which he did not distinguish from search engines. Participant 
B chose a mobile application to research Morocco for a forthcoming visit. He became 
frustrated when the search did not return relevant results, although in interview he 
acknowledged, “I think it was the fact that I wasn’t in Morocco that confused the 
search engine.” Despite his recorded disappointment, he stated that he would use the 
application again.  
 
Despite reporting difficulty judging the reliability of information, Participant B 
described a process for deciding which information to trust: “Generally I will ignore 
any comment that is not referenced (…) I’d weigh up both sides of the evidence, but I 
would generally go with it if it’s more supported.” He admitted that he rarely examines 
references “because it takes too long.” Time was a key factor in Participant B’s use of 
the Internet over physical resources. He also reported asking staff to search the library 
catalogue for him rather than acquiring the necessary skills. 
 
International student: case study C 
Participant C placed both his reading and writing ability in the English language at level 
six, although he acknowledged that he had felt less confident using the English language 
at the beginning of his doctorate.  
 The first search task recorded by Participant C was a Spanish-language search. Despite 
encountering difficulties in locating a correct email address, he recorded very little 
feeling during this task “because it wasn’t very important to me.” Participant C’s 
second search task record detailed a search for a book and used a variety of websites. As 
the book was published in English, the respondent selected this language for the task. 
Although he did not record frustration as part of the search task record, Participant C 
acknowledged in interview that he was disappointed and frustrated to find that he could 
not purchase it in the UK. Some confusion was encountered in using Amazon to search 
for the book: “I found a couple of copies available used, but in the USA Amazon 
webpage, not in .co.uk. It wasn’t a match between both websites.” 
 
Unsurprisingly for the study’s sole postgraduate researcher, Participant C described the 
clearest criteria for assessing academic resources and was able to discuss evaluating 
articles in terms of his own research, using citation metrics to assess quality and 
applying his knowledge of the field. Participant C usually used English to search for 
academic literature as “the relevant materials are in English.” Spanish language 
searching supplemented this where specialist terminology was unclear. Participant C 
reported that he found specifying search terms the most difficult aspect of looking for 
information, which he felt was equally true for both English and Spanish. He explained 
the particular difficulties he encountered when conducting research: “You need to be 
very precise in the words you are looking for and general terms, which can be useful 
when you are trying to expand your knowledge and your searching process, are not 
useful when you are looking for something very specific. But at the same time there are 
compromises, because they reduce the amount of information you can get from the 
webpages.” 
 
International student: case study D 
Participant D experienced considerable difficulties in all of her search tasks. As with 
Participants A and C, she experienced negative feelings while conducting her search 
tasks that were not reported in her survey data. Her native language was Malay and she 
reported an English language writing ability of level five and a reading level of six. 
Although able to read and write Arabic, Participant D does not use this language for 
searching as it requires a specialist keyboard.  
 
Participant D’s first search task record was looking for news articles on a recent airline 
crash. Although she was confident at the outset of this search due to a large number of 
results returned in English, Participant D found the content confusing due to the 
diversity of opinion. On switching to Malay she became frustrated while looking at 
multiple pages of irrelevant search results. Questioning by the interviewer revealed that 
Participant D was attempting to retrieve news in Malay using google.co.uk rather than a 
search engine specific to Malaysia or Brunei, of which the interviewee was unaware. 
This lack of awareness of a more appropriate search tool may be the underlying reason 
for the lack of success in retrieving relevant results in this instance.  
 
Participant D’s second search task record was also a news search, this time on the war 
in Gaza. Different opinions in the results themselves were a source of confusion. During 
interview, however, the respondent demonstrated a more balanced approach to the 
differences between English and Malay perspectives, stating “we have different views 
and different culture, so I don’t think that’s really a problem.” She reported higher 
confidence at the end of this task than the first, explaining that it was due to getting 
more results for the second topic. In interview she described feeling confident at 
retrieving a lot of results, but being confused by the content of so many resources. She 
was unable to describe a means of resolving this dilemma. Despite these issues, this 
respondent frequently mentioned searching in both Malay and English, explaining: “If 
you just read English you probably get the same views (…) people in different countries 
have different views, so it’s quite interesting.”  
 
The third task recorded by Participant D was an academic literature search during which she 
used the library catalogue as well as a search engine. Her approach was to alternate these 
sources to get access to specific articles. Although she experienced negative feelings during the 
search, she was able to find suitable results and was satisfied by the end of the task. Participant 
D also reported using the advanced search function in the library catalogue. During the 
interview Participant D stated that she generally associated negative feelings with this type of 
task: “I think sometimes academic search make you nervous. Because you need to find 
something and if you didn’t get them that would make you frustrated.” In contrast to Participant 
C, her lack of knowledge of her field produced a haphazard approach to obtaining suitable 
resources. Asked to describe how she assessed academic sources, Participant D admitted, “I 
don’t really evaluate information first. I just want to find something. And then evaluate them 
later (…) if it is a journal then I just grab them.” While the task was primarily conducted in 
English, she used her native language to search for articles written from the Asian perspective, 
as this was relevant to her topic. Contrary to her earlier frustration at not retrieving news in 
Malay, she claimed that a lack of academic results in her first language did not affect her 
confidence as “I know that sometimes not everything was written in a different language.” 
Participant D reported that the most difficult aspect of looking for information was bringing the 
search to a conclusion. During interview she identified time and the purpose of a task as factors 
in ceasing a search. 
 
International student: case study E 
Participant E attributed his confidence in looking for information to his search skills. 
Like Participant C, he felt equally confident in English and his first language. Although 
he claimed to find looking for information “kind of boring”, he was the only participant 
who highlighted a positive attitude as being a component of success: “If you can be 
confident all the time you will be optimistic about the risks or troubles you will meet 
during the search for information, I think.” The feelings reported in his survey were 
largely reflected in his search task records and repeatedly referred to during his 
interview.  
 
Participant E’s first search topic was carrying out research for his dissertation. This 
included finding definitions of terms, as well as more in depth literature using Google 
and the library catalogue. He began the task confident in his searching skills, but 
experienced uncertainty due to finding few relevant results and dealing with new 
terminology. He also recorded being annoyed “because I was supposed to spend time on 
other things.” 
 
Participant E’s second search task record detailed his research into applying for a 
Schengen visa so he could go travelling in Europe. He used Google and Red Scarf, a 
Chinese language forum. Despite having this resource, he recorded only moderate 
confidence at the beginning of his search. He explained, “it is the first time for me to 
apply for the Schengen visa, so I think I have to predict potential risks and problems or 
troubles I will meet.” At the end of the task he recorded high confidence, optimism and 
satisfaction as his search was made easier by information on Red Scarf; this also 
reduced his uncertainty and confusion. Participant E used both Chinese and English for 
the search tasks he recorded, repeatedly expressing a motivation to improve his English 
whenever possible. The respondent reported using Chinese to check the meaning of 
specialist academic terms and to complete tasks where he was apprehensive of making 
a mistake, such as booking travel. In situations where he was forced to use English, 
such as where websites did not support Chinese script, he accepted it as a fact of life: 
“Because I’m living in UK (…) I have to use English to solve many problems.” 
 Judging the quality of information was the greatest difficulty for Participant E when 
looking for information. His process for screening search results for better sources relied 
heavily upon his academic supervisor. He also used his friends for support in 
understanding specialist terminology. Although he reported a preference for searching 
in Chinese to get information about life in England and travelling in Europe, Participant 
E expressed distrust of Chinese academic sources, preferring to use English language 
sources after comparing the content. 
 
Discussion 
Due to the small scale of this study it cannot be considered a comprehensive picture of 
the information search processes of the wider student population at the University of 
Sheffield. Feelings are particularly personal and their description is inherently 
subjective, therefore the experiences described by the participants should be seen as 
illustrative rather than evidence of wider trends. However, common themes have been 
identified in the case studies and help contribute to an understanding of how students 
approach the information search process. 
 
Information Search Process 
Although all international survey respondents reported high levels of English language 
ability, three recorded only moderate confidence in looking for information. It is not 
possible to extract which factors may have contributed to these lower confidence levels 
as none of the students who rated their search confidence as moderate took part in the 
diary-interview study. The international students who did take part in the diary- 
interview phase reported similar confidence levels to home students for all search tasks. 
Similarly, there was no significant difference in the difficulties experienced by home 
and international students when looking for information. The factors which did emerge 
as notable in the international students’ search processes were the use of their first and 
second languages in their search activities and their use of alternative tools and 
resources, most of which were available to them due to their ability to switch languages. 
These factors either contributed to their success in looking for information or adversely 
affected their efficacy in searching.  
 
The international students displayed a variety of language use during the diary phase of 
the study. Only participant C recorded searches conducted exclusively in one language; 
Participants D and E both switched between languages during all their recorded tasks. 
Participant C had studied in England for two years longer and reported a slightly higher 
level of English language competence than the other two international students; his 
research experience, cultural acclimation and language skills may therefore account for 
this difference. Participant C’s selection of an appropriate language to his task and lack 
of subsequent switching confirms the assertion that some multilingual students do select 
the language most appropriate to the task (Rieh & Rieh, 2005). It is significant that 
where participants used two languages during their search tasks they encountered 
additional challenges in terms of evaluating a greater number of sources than a search in 
one language alone would have yielded, and did not necessarily find useful information. 
Evaluating the results of such searches proved difficult due to the different opinions that 
participants were forced to reconcile. Participant D reported conflicting thought and 
feelings as a result of this, claiming, “you didn’t know whether it’s true or not, because 
there’s too many views.” In contrast, she also felt that different cultural perspectives 
“make the world interesting.” Participant E took a practical approach to this conflict in 
academic contexts, and forwarded sources to his supervisor for recommendations. He 
also reported asking friends who he viewed as being “quite smart”. Perhaps as a result 
of having a strategy for obtaining support, he expressed a lesser degree of conflict than 
Participant D when discussing these scenarios in interview. Kuhlthau’s model of the 
information search process documents confusion, frustration and doubt during the 
exploration phase (Kuhlthau, 2004). It appears that processing results in an additional 
language adds an extra dimension of difficulty at this stage for international students 
who are unfamiliar with target language resources.  
 
The availability of language-specific search engines allowed Participants C and E to 
access information in their native languages rather than English. Participant D was 
unaware of such tools and simply changed Google’s interface to Malay when she 
wished to search in her first language. Searches were notably more successful when a 
tool specific to the chosen language was used than when English platforms were asked 
to return foreign language results. Contrary to the findings of previous studies, the 
international students did not report more success in conducting in-depth searches in 
their native languages (Józsa et al., 2012). It must be noted however, that this was often 
for academic subjects or location-specific information where resources were unavailable 
in their native language, or were considered untrustworthy. The use of English for such 
tasks supports previous findings that the search language is chosen as being appropriate 
to the location or based upon the availability of information (Józsa et al., 2012). It was 
also commonly assumed by the international students that because their academic work 
was written in English, sources in English were preferable even where resources existed 
in their first language. Two participants reported using their native language to confirm 
their understanding of specialist terminology, a usage not previously documented in 
studies. Participant E’s dual use of Chinese and English information to improve his 
knowledge of the latter language and Participant D’s use of Malay and English to obtain 
different cultural perspectives for her own interest are also previously unrecorded 
motives for language switching during search.  
 
It is interesting to note that when asked in interview about how they approach the issue 
selected as their greatest difficulty in the search process, a majority of participants were 
able to discuss a reasonable approach to their identified problem. This suggests that 
most difficulties are overstated based on negative past experiences or a lack of 
confidence in this particular task, rather than a genuine lack of knowledge or ability in 
this area. Where difficulties posed deeper issues, they relate with an absence of coping 
strategies and general confusion about how to approach this aspect of searching, 
suggesting low levels of skills in this area. This seems to support previous findings that 
international students are not equipped with the full range of skills required for 
academic assignments in English-language universities (Angelova & Riazantseva, 
1999). None of the international students experienced the English language as being a 
barrier to their understanding except in the case of specialist terminology, which 
Participants C and E used their first language to clarify.  
 
A recurring theme throughout the interviews was the importance of prior knowledge in 
the search process. Participant C described a very clear approach to evaluating academic 
resources that relied heavily on his existing knowledge of the field in question and his 
broader understanding of the academic world. With less experience of life in the United 
Kingdom in general and the university research process in particular, Participants D and 
E were unsure which English language resources they could trust, and struggled to 
assess the reliability of results. Despite this, Participant E reported that he generally 
preferred to use an English language source, stating that he perceives this information to 
be of superior quality (Rieh & Rieh, 2005; Aula & Kellar, 2009). 
 
Thoughts, Feelings and Actions 
The survey found that five respondents reported only positive feelings when asked 
generally about looking for information. Three of these completed the diary-interview 
study, but reported experiencing both positive and negative feelings during the search 
process. All participants’ search task records reflected a wider range of emotions than 
indicated in their survey data. This was particularly pronounced in those who reported 
experiencing only positive feelings; students who acknowledged feeling mixed 
emotions at the survey stage were more accurate predictors of the negative feelings that 
they later reported in the diary study. Students who completed the diary-interview study 
all reported a general confidence level of high or very high, however this varied 
considerably with their search tasks. These discrepancies suggest that feelings vary 
considerably in relation to the search task undertaken. The findings may also indicate 
that some students are biased towards over reporting their search skills (Gross & 
Latham, 2009) or simply exhibit a positive attitude consistent with their general life 
approach (Savolainen, 1995). Participant E’s description of a positive attitude as a 
component of success reflects Dervin’s depiction of attitudes and ideas as a bridge 
between a situation and its outcome (Dervin, 1998).  
 
This study found that exploratory searches presented the most difficulty for all 
students, regardless of their context. This resulted in corresponding fluctuations of 
feeling for all participants. Although all of the participants began their academic 
searches with at least a moderate level of confidence and optimism, they reported 
frustration, confusion, uncertainty and doubt during their task. This correlates with 
the exploration phase of Kuhlthau’s model, which is characterised by dealing with 
information sources which may seem to be irreconcilable. Kuhlthau noted that, 
“for many students, this is the most difficult stage in the process” (Kuhlthau, 
2004:47). All participants set out reasonable strategies for their searches, but two 
struggled in dealing with a lack of relevant results. The respective strategies for 
coping with these issues both resulted in eventual satisfaction. This change in 
thought, and the resulting shift towards a positive affect, suggests a change from 
an affective response to a cognitive response, supporting the idea that there is 
significant interplay between these factors (Kuhlthau, 2004). Processing the 
meaning of a lack of information also seems to function in the same way as the 
processing of information shown in Wilson’s model, as this “feedback loop” 
informs a person’s context (Wilson, 1999). Participant A’s later identification of 
alternative sources also highlights the ongoing nature of some search tasks. All the 
students reported feeling that their academic search tasks were among the most 
important; other exploratory search tasks, however, also elicited high level of both 
positive and negative feelings.  
 
Although non-academic exploratory tasks were often begun with slightly lower 
levels of confidence than the academic research, they were subject to similar 
fluctuations in emotion. This suggests that Kuhlthau’s model can be applied 
outside the educational and professional contexts of prior research, and has 
relevance for leisure tasks. In general, the easier a task was expected to be, the 
greater the negative feelings when it did not progress as expected. This was 
reported by home and international students and as with previous research; both 
groups cited the extra time needed to resolve these issues as a key source of 
frustration (George et al., 2006; Connaway et al., 2011). International students 
reported spending extra time understanding specialist terminology or being 
confused by opinions from different cultures. Both home students also reported 
occasional difficulties in dealing with conflicting opinions in search results, but 
did not cite different cultural perspectives as presenting a problem. This suggests 
that cultural differences may cause issues for some international students beyond 
navigating information resources (Lu & Adkins, 2012), creating additional barriers 
to assessing results for relevance and reliability.  
 
Two search task records completed by the home students showed a lack of 
emotional variation. These both documented re-finding tasks, where participants 
either located an item they had previously found when conducting a similar search, 
or were navigating to a previously visited webpage. Unsurprisingly, participants 
exhibited the greater degrees of confidence and surety in these tasks than any 
other. These records were unique in that no negative feelings were expressed about 
the search experience and that satisfaction was reported as very high at the end of 
the process. The search task records and interviews indicate that these tasks did 
not go through an exploratory phase, which was identified by Kuhlthau as the 
stage where doubt is experienced. This type of search also lacks the uncertainty 
usually present at the initiation stage of Kuhlthau’s model that results from a lack 
of clarity about the issue in question (Kuhlthau, 2004), therefore the associated 
anxiety and confusion do not occur. This finding thus supports Kuhlthau’s 
argument for the correlation between uncertainty and ambiguity at the initiation 
stage of the information search process. No international students documented re-
finding information and, therefore, their experience cannot be compared.  
 
One search task was distinct in recording only two low-level emotions. Participant 
C recorded a known item search that also had little emotional impact, although his 
feeling shifted from confidence to uncertainty during the task. He attributed this 
lack of feeling to the relative lack of importance he placed upon the task. The 
evaluation of the relative importance of the task shows the problem solving 
behaviour depicted in Savolainen’s (1995) everyday life model. This account also 
seems to support Savolainen’s assertion that individuals tend towards processing a 
problem either cognitively or affectively. In this case, it seems that the thoughts 
associated with the search controlled the emotional response. 
 
The international students did not express any negative feelings regarding being 
forced to search in English to obtain suitable results for some tasks. It was broadly 
accepted as being a part of life at a British university and was in fact viewed by 
Participant E as an opportunity to improve his language skills. It must be stated 
that all the students who participated in the research had been in England for at 
least ten months at the time of the study and hence had been used to using English 
for various tasks during that period. Participant C noted in interview that his 
confidence in searching in English had improved during his three years at the 
university and he was now equally comfortable using Spanish and English when 
looking for information. This supports Angelova and Riazantseva’s observations 
of eventual improvement in confidence of international students who have gained 
experience in producing written English (Angelova & Riazantseva, 1999). 
 
Considerations for the University Library Service 
Participants were not asked to record library use in the diary study as the intention was 
to capture their natural search behaviours, not to impose artificial tasks upon them. 
Despite this, all participants reported some interaction with the library catalogue or 
subscription-access electronic databases during their diary week. All the interactions 
with the library and its facilities took place online, confirming the findings of existing 
studies (Rowlands et al., 2008; Connaway et al., 2011). The results also reflect 
previously documented search practices: students do not distinguish the online library 
catalogue and bibliographic databases from search engines and therefore struggle to 
formulate searches and obtain relevant results (Connaway et al., 2011). The theme of 
convenience was also evident, with Participant B exemplifying the lack of patience 
shown for traditional research methods: “nobody has time for that nowadays.” The 
disappointment Participant C recorded due to not knowing immediately if a book 
would be obtainable through interlibrary loan indicates that time and patience is a 
factor in interaction with library systems as well as search tools.  
 
The interactions with staff that emerged during interview also followed patterns 
identified in the literature (Robertson, 1992; Garcha & Russell, 1993). Participant E 
reported that he did not ask library staff for advice about searching due to cultural 
expectation: “because in my previous university in China, I think many librarians job 
is something like helping people how to find books instead of giving any piece of 
suggestion, the dissertation or something like that.” Staff were also perceived as 
otherwise occupied, as Participant E added, “they were quite busy to answer students” 
(as also highlighted in (Lu & Adkins, 2012)). Although Participant B stated that he 
approached staff in the library for help, it was clear that he was not taught how to find 
resources for himself: “they’ll find the decimal number and then they’ll tell me.” 
Although Robertson (1992) noted this type of interaction taking place with 
international students, it is not confined to that user group.  
 
The implications for the library are considered in the context of providing a service to 
international students whose first language is not English and have not previously 
studied in an English-language university. None of the international students reported 
experiencing a language barrier in accessing library resources, and participants either 
reported their own strategies for dealing with unfamiliar specialist vocabulary or did 
not report this issue. For two participants the difficulty was more cultural than 
linguistic and centred on deciding which English language sources to trust. The library 
should be aware that some international students may therefore require assistance in 
identifying appropriate English language sources; however, it is appreciated that in 
some cases this requires specialist knowledge and is best referred to lecturers or dealt 
with in partnership with the academic departments. Students may also have different 
expectations of library staff based on their cultural background, which determine 
whether they seek help in the library at all, so consideration should be given to how to 
support new international students and promote the library services to them. The 
library provides a number of information skills tutorials through its website, but no 
students discussed using these resources to support them when searching online. The 
library should give consideration to promoting these through media other than the 
catalogue home page given that students are more likely to search using Google than 
the Sheffield library catalogue system, StarPlus. 
 
Conclusions 
This paper presents a study to investigate the affective experiences of home and 
international students at the University of Sheffield. The information search processes 
of multilingual international students were studied to compare their thoughts feelings 
and actions to those of monolingual home students. We utilised an online survey and 
diary-interview method to elicit more in-depth insight into participants’ information 
searching processes and emotions. The results showed that for the sample studied, there 
were little observable differences in the affective experiences of international students 
compared with home students. The information search process was likewise very 
similar for both groups. The international students search processes were rendered 
distinct by the use of more than one language and by the use of alternative search tools 
and information resources available in their first languages. Where students switched 
languages during a search task they experienced confusion due to conflicting cultural 
perspectives and struggled to identify reliable sources. Where students selected a 
language appropriate to the task and did not switch to another language during the 
process this did not occur. Selecting a tool appropriate to the language in use was also 
an important factor in the success of these searches.  
 
We acknowledge that findings are based on a small sample of students with the results 
themselves, being focused on thoughts and feelings, considered as highly subjective and 
representative only of the students’ own personal perceptions of their experiences. In 
future work we aim to increase the number of participants that would enable the 
findings regarding language switching to be tested on a larger sample. Although some 
uses of language switching and the underlying motivations have been identified, it is 
probable that more uses of language switching exist and that other multilingual 
individuals would report different reasons for their choices in this respect. While this 
study has identified that factors, such as cultural knowledge and awareness of 
trustworthy sources, can impact the success of searches in additional languages, other 
confounding variables may also play a part. Further studies may succeed in identifying 
these factors, as well as investigating students with a greater diversity of English 
language skills and confidence in searching. 
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